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D llr Brother ... 1 send you a brief 
accouut of 'The Action at 
ai- y Cl'eek' .... " George 
. Patton's Baptism of Fire 

111 JIIY Cor.ton Mullen 

A 
his ~ion force ascended the Kanawha River in July, 1861, 

Brignd.cr Gcncrnl J . D. Cox was more impressed by the 
benut of the Kanawha Valley than by the prospect of an 

tuduous and protracted war. A festive mood prevailed among the 
ItOOfIS aboard tho steamboats that were convoying his army. On the 
t<Ulu' decks the soldiers cbeered and the band serenaded the 

Ul&lI Di D sympathizers who hailed them from homes along the 
• BIIM' b.,nks. Most Federalists assumed that suppressing "the 

Rebellion" IIould be an aUair of shon duration. Lincoln's call for 
\ unt..,,, \I as for ninety days-sufficient time to assen federal con
uoI O\"U the rttalcitrnnt southern states. 

Tbt' responsibili ty (or asserting that control in western Virginia 
Idl to GcnemJ George B. McClellan who had ordered Cox to ad

inlO the area from Point Pleasant, Ohio. Cox was encounter
.. w dillicul ties common to all commanders who were endeavor-

10 lasbioo capable military units in the summer of 1861: poor 
OIS*ljrMlioo and discipline, insufficient equipment, and little mUi

ud bat uperirnce among their personnel. Cox commented 
y regiments, comprised almost ",.elusively of Ohio 

lob_A. ere "a rough and reckless class and gave a good 
bIc by insubordin tiOD.'" 

Lee h pi ccd Brigadier General H. A. Wise in 
~ til t were hnstily organized into the Depart-

KI/I .... b. In nkr to test l 'S bid to control !be 
lhc vllllc ' ruede"'tc f bad been . r..a::iIP.!~~~:,~ Iftd by ,It radunte 'I" PallOll, 

.. ,. "Prell 'h" nldnamecl be-
h d .. t ll\iuiIbcd tbem-

. ad, called 

IlfPIlllC'd 

-. 
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nfederates were spread throughout the valley from Gauley Bridge 

tI f L Coal River Patlan commanded the advance 
to the mall I 0 I". . . ed h C of 

f W· , f rcc and subsequently direct teo ederate elements 0 ISC so · . 
I L Ci '1 War's first clash of arms 10 the Kanawha Valley, r rccs n hie VI . 

Tho oWciaJ accounts of this contest ~t Scary Creek. were WntleD 
b I individuals not prescnt at the fightmg. H?wever, In a letter to 
his brother Patton Jeft a participant's . eye-wItness a~coUDt of ~e 
h tilitics. TIlis epistle, DOW deposited 10 the .man~scnpts COllecttOD 
or the Huntinglon Library in San Marino, Califo':IlIa, prOVIdes mter
esting insights into Patton hiros.elf as, well as mto the Dature of 
combat in the earliest stages of thIS war. 

Dc.llf Brother- .' 
As requested I send you a brief & unperfect account of-
The Action at Searcy Creek. 
Putnam Co. Va. July 17, 1861 

began the letler throughout which Patton referred to himself in the 
third person. It continued with Patton's description of the disposition 
of eox's and Wise's forces, including the nine hundred men stationed 

at the mouth of the Coal 12 miles below Charleston under Major 
Geo. S. Pauoo. Major Patton was then on the opposite side of 
the K.an.awba River, & 10 to 12 miles below the nearest Confeder· 
ale fon:es. The enemy bad moved a column from Guyandotte which 
compdled Major Patton to send a large portion of his force down 
thai road. 

He then described Scary Creek, "a small mountain stream" 
ith "rugged and precipitous banks" which empties into the Kan.awha 

"about 2Y.1 miles below the mouth of Coal River." Because of the 
Uniry of the bills to the river, there was only a small strip of 

baclom bod I the creele's mouth where a bridge was located. "Its 
re Jlightly wooded with trees and busbes affording some 

.ucr." 
J r ribilll the terraill be plo.ined his deployment tactica, 

I 

the I 
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lillie and Ihey beat 8 precipitate retreat." FrOtn bIa enea 
"'" : do" ".I~1Wl on the OpposJte ahore Cox then ordered the ~ 
",.,., 4 liP Ih Quenllon of the enemy in front of th 2th 

k:'I • I ! dale creek "l ".11 n' mrn remUlne on crt duy and night until Wed . 
17 "h(~n hI.; . lJl repOrted that most of the Unioo ~y, 

Ju la" t'd Ihe ri r 10 Lb ","uin Federal camp. He then WiU:: 
"'" \In I ps I omp two mile from the creek and left ooly three 

11'3'Ik: I I Ih creek I prevent a surprise. He recorded that 

aIM) Arm had i,n (act crossed the river but it Was ani a 
• .nJ .bou r n n the some day the Federal commander tb~ew 

• tbe 1 .. lb bio RCBlment Col Lo~c. a large portion of the 21st 
RqiJl)~n' NOrton, • seclion of Arlillery' (two 10 Ib 

r;tlcd r ) IJld 8 com pony of covalry, in all about 1,500 men; with 
onJlm 10 II) rc:b upon rOUI tbe smaU force at Scarey. 

u ad' ed him of Lbjs movement "Major Patton dis
smnlJ f reo to meet them." 

l(S$Iro~:ers gnUoped away with orders for all of Patton's eom
,-age t the mouth of Scary Creek. The Major hlm

in 81 the b31tle ite "just as the enemy's skirmishers de-
.~- ConI.ederate company forded the stream and occupied 

baJiktiD&:l--3 cooper shop, a country store, a stable, and some 
lnme d ellings-while the Kanawha Rifles and the artillery 

.nc_=d LtIallISe.l , 00 n !moll to Patton's left "The enemy re
JPlCldcd by deploying into line of battle on the opposite hill and 

AnilJery. " 

~~t:~.&bonJy aller two o·c]OC'k-th.e rust guns 
Ie Ie Artillery ... The action soon became 

eo !be two ... try companies arriv<d, 
PI throw n into the to !be 

by • Olnklna party, While Cape 
lIS In r 

rear until • ut 0 
ur tim ~ir numbtr, 

I.TClWId." 
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pollon described Ibc Unjon assault saylog 
d II belna forced back. and fell into lOme COD· 

our m~n were ,r·'III; OhJd hi. boulea, but the odds _pJn't him (orced tu i n wc:cney s 
him 10 rAU back- . 

Th r d les bowever rallied to stem thIS attack. A1thou'" concero.' .. P 
POll on modcsLly omitted describing his own role 1ft thIS rally, ?eneral 

\\/. orled to General Lee that when the Confederate lme fal-
15crcp bk Uho tU d ,. olonel Pollan dasbed on borse ac to ra y IS men. Per-

~e:;. Pallon neglected to recount this event ~uUy to his brother be
ause it might have been misinterpreted. HIS horse became friBht-

coed nod allempted to bolt from the field. Horses inexperienced in 
banJe nrc no more anxious than men are to race headlong into smok· 
ing cannon and riOe barrels. InitiaUy Patton's men beli."ved he was 
cownrdly abandoning the fjeld, but he managed to regam control of 
his mount and reform his troops. Then, he reports 

with a shout our men cbarged--drove them back across the creek. 
-beyond the houses-& back to their original position. In the strug
&Ie Major Plltton was severely wounded in the shoulder and was 
lorced to retire a short distance to tbe rear. 

Although he was removed from action by his wound, he de
scribed the arrival oC additional ConCederates from the rear and from 
the Guyandolte road. The cheering reinforcements "baffled" the 
enemy who "broke and fled in the utmost confusion. Pursuit was 
impracticable as Cox's whole army was only 4 miles to the rear, 
our ammunition nearly exhausted, and our little band satisfied with 
the ' IN: or the unequal conlesl." 

In fact, Pallon's conclusion was in error. After he was wounded 
ItOOpI pOlllic.lced a second time and Caplain A. G. Jenkins, the 

ca ry olrlttr bolding his company in reserve, again mllied the men. 
Then. reinfo=menIJ continued to arrive, they advanced against 

" 
to rcwin thei r previous position and to capture a Union 

able: to rctrc I because f bis wounds. 
Or Jl I' tic:a w~r CXDlliuDICd , He rc rded 

t • kUI«l ~nd 9 ndc!d 01 
.~~~:'I<~"",~I"'~ I It 11 or I aUII 

. "._.tDt lbclt '- _ IlOl I than 

kIlled UId 
IIh 
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'!lie Union boWe statistics were reviaed as the result of a 
I .rret nighlfall. Some Federal oUice ... et abo bizarre 

'n 10 n f h d ' h '" ut to exalll' I oolly Ihe sceoe 0 t c ay 8 ostlll~les. They uam\lSed IDe 
pc~ b • rec nnnissnnce beyond the pIckets," General Me thern_ 
",I d nnd thoy wero captured! Patton's descripti'o f ae1lan reporte , n 0 the ; .... 

, m re elaborate than McClellan's, -,-
ddll IS 

Late in the evening Col .Woodruff of the 2nd KentuckY-C01 
\' ill lcn: or the II Lh Ohl~Lt . Col, Neff- two Captains 0 de 
2nd )o{c.nrue.ky. who stro ng In their (tllth of Yankee invmcibir . f the 
tnowins our wcnk. numbers-had ridden up to see the I~~ :d 
crushed." were captured, & spent many months in the "Libb:." 1s 

1bc Libby was a warehouse in Richmond where Union officers were 

inJl'nson
cd

" ... . t Sea C k all 
Panon 5 IDllta~~e Ka bry "ree st ed the Union invasion. 

c;h ked on we anaw a, McClellan tersely recorded. He 
S4l<'ssticalJy pronounced the action to have been "something between 
I ,ic;t and defeat," and he commanded Cox to advance no fur
ther while be threatened the Confederate rear himself with a flank
ing mO''ellJent directed from the northwest toward Gauley Bridge. 
Disgusted with his subordinates he requested, "In heaven's name 
p. me me general officers who understand their profession." Mc
CltJIan's anlagon' t, Wise, reported the affair as "a glorious repulse 
01 tile enemy, if not a decided victory." Patton recorded these con
chaiaDs about the battle: 

The all... is chie1ly remarkable as being fougbl so early in the 
• ouch odds oI numbers and arms (for be it recollected 
........ had O''CT 400 aClually engaged, & they chieDy with moun-

ntIa 4 -runt! ") aad almOSI in sigbt-«rlainly in full 

~~~~ Col', bole army_ These mountain men with-in many 
eanrid in their packer., jusl organized & underdrilled 

• r. tht.ir number of armed and disciplined Yankees 
CO • oIIamcful and dls,...cdul OIgbt-In the op<n field 

I (and conquered. 

n pro' cd \h I Ihe 
im rtn 

len d \ i 
h nt Ih " llIdr 

,.~ hImI.t If 

nfederale u at Sc:u)' 
Th ugh ~ II lalled, 
nan QIId rent lind rorool 

I{ n 1\ h. till II.> ~ 

I~1t "\he un nunalC ~ 

..... !""" .. , • • 
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01 even .. in the Northwest robbed us of the legitimate fruita or vIctoIy 
& Wile wu compelled to fall back, to secure communicatiOllS." 

In the pellpective of history the strategical insignificance of the 
Baltic of Scary Creek has understandably caused it to pass un
noticed. Mcasured against Antietam, Fredericksburg, GettyJburg. or 
hil h, of what consequence is a brief cbeck in the Union advance 

up the Kanawha? But not only bas Scary Creek passed unnoticed 
in history, it passed unheralded at tbe time. The accounts of Pat-
100'S success 00 the Kanawha arrived in Richmond at the same time 
as the oews of the Confederate victory at Bull Run. Consequently, 
as POllon suggesled, Scary Creek "excited scarcely passing atten
ti 0. " He closed his letter to his brother saying 

Ie is now (orgotten, except by those who first met the enemy, 
and wbo still talk of "Searcy" around their campfires. 

Oeo S Patton 

If Scary Creek was of so little importance or interest either 
ot thai time or to later historians then why should it be of interest 
afler over a century? Of course this sparsely documented battle 
should be of interest to all West Virginians who care about their 
stnte's past-its battles and its sons who fought those battles. But it 
may also have interest extending heyond the borders of West 

irginia. 
In his official report Wise recorded 

I had ordered Col Patton 10 retire gradually from Searcy Creek 
... B,ut wben ~orton approa~ed he returned to Searey Creek and 
met hIm and hiS J ,200 there With 800 men and two iron sixes. 

Thou&/! ordered to withdr aw, Patton preferred to advance and engage 
the enemy. He has not been the only Patton to welcome combat . 

• In Pal/an: Ordeal and Triumph, a biography of World War 
! • ~ebrlUed George S. Patton, L adislas Farrago maintains thaI 

P lTandfather and namesake" was 'his inspirati n" and "his 
idol alief.. be Ilrovc 10 pattem himsclf. ... The ioitlati .L .L 

IldiJor I'alt d' I d ' . u,al we 
I P Dye In 'gnoring rdcrs to Telr t and advancing 

:=~~ Z ttck ~o meet tJI C enemy c uld inti d h. \ 0 an 
lanD I'IIntl! n.' II thi \I pan r th nem 
I lat lh n he \I COlin nIl I Il'--;ess ~. rill. r r ad-

the jlln r PAll landina mLli-
"hell th "' ri In 

I utt>f In I ~ ,Uk- ho:ad-
1\ 11\1 I 1;oN I tal 

Jul ~ 1ft I 01 


